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Abstract 

Research literature has shown that teachers use code-switching for pedagogical purposes 

and for establishing solidarity with students (Rickford, 2005; Bohn, 2003; Goldstein, 

2003; Setati and Adler, 2000; Lin, 1999).  This has also been the case for teachers 

teaching English to African Americans (Rickford, 2005; Bohn, 2003) However, there has 

not been a systematic comparison of the role of code-switching in language and content 

subject classes, and the sample sizes involved were small. 

 

The purpose of this study is to study the use of the vernacular and standard English by 

teachers in the Singapore multilingual fifth-grade classroom using the conversation 

analytic approach.  One hundred and ten lessons were observed, audiotaped and 

transcribed for science, mathematics, social studies and English.  Preliminary results 

show that teachers do not code-switch due to a lack of proficiency in standard English.  

When they code-switch, they use the vernacular for specific functions. In conclusion, the 

first significance is that teachers are not working in the deficit mode. Second, creole-

based and pidgin-based varieties can be used skillfully to scaffold student learning, to 

check students‟ engagement and to establish rapport with students.  This may also result 

in positive student outcomes. 

 

Objectives 

Research literature has shown that teachers use code-switching for pedagogical purposes 

and for establishing solidarity with students (Rickford, 2005; Bohn, 2003; Goldstein, 

2003; Setati and Adler, 2000; Lin, 1999).  This has also been the case for teachers 

teaching English to African Americans (Rickford, 2005; Bohn, 2003).  In my paper, 

code-switching is referred to as language change between different languages or quite 

different varieties of the same language. More specifically, I will examine the language 

choices that teachers make between standard English and the vernacular.  At present, 

teacher code-switching between standard English and the vernacular is assumed to be 

detrimental to student language development in Singapore. Like Ebonics, the 

Singaporean vernacular has been perceived by the government to be linguistically 

erroneous, that is, it a corrupt form of standard English.  The use of the vernacular is 

therefore deemed to hinder Singapore‟s efforts to globalize and to become a world-class 

city because this non-standard variety of English is considered to be intelligible and 

ungrammatical to non-Singaporeans. It is thought to be imperative that teachers use only 

the standard variety in classrooms so that students will be exposed to good English. 

 

Perceived falling standards in speaking and writing are blamed on the use of the 

vernacular in classroom instruction. There is also the perception that teachers teaching 

content subjects are not good role models of Standard English because they are not 



proficient in the standard variety.  Teachers who teach mathematics, science and social 

studies are thought to be bad role models for the English language because they do not 

come from an English-speaking background.  There is the fear that teachers use the 

vernacular out of necessity, not as a matter of choice and that they use it extensively 

 

The purpose of this study is to understand the use of the vernacular by teachers in 

Singapore classrooms. Thus, my key questions are:  

1) To what extent do teachers code-switch in Singapore classrooms? 

2) Do teachers code-switch due to lack of proficiency in Standard English or do they 

code-switch strategically to enhance student learning?  

3) For what educational functions do teachers code-switch between the standard and 

vernacular varieties of English in Singapore classrooms?  

 

Theoretical Framework 

There are two main ways of looking at code-switching: situational or transactional code-

switching, and metaphorical code-switching. Fishman (1972) used the concept of 

domain, which is basically situational code-switching, to analyze the language use of 

individuals: who speaks what language to whom and when.  Fishman‟s proposal of using 

domains to analyze linguistic behavior extended the concept of diglossia in Ferguson‟s 

(1964) classic essay, where two or more varieties of the same language are used by some 

speakers under different conditions in multilingual speech communities, to include 

bilingual and multilingual situations in which different languages serve different 

purposes. 

 

On the other hand, metaphorical code-switching occurs when there is a change of topic 

involved in a conversation. Blom and Gumperz (1972) were the first researchers in code-

switching to propose metaphorical code-switching using the conversational analysis 

framework. Metaphorical code-switching does not involve distinct varieties employed in 

certain settings, such as school and work, that are associated with separate activities such 

as public speaking and negotiations. These settings are also not associated with different 

groups of speakers such as friends, family and government officials. In metaphorical 

code-switching, the relationship of language use to social context is not a pre-determined 

one-to-one relationship. It is much more complex. You change the code as you reassess 

the situation – formal to informal, official to personal, serious to humorous, and 

politeness to solidarity. 

 

The focus of the study is on how teachers use metaphorical code-switching in the 

Singapore classroom. Since teachers in Singapore do not use a single code during lesson 

time and another code outside the classroom, the notion of situational code-switching 

does not account well for all instances of teacher code-switching. Rather, using Blom and 

Gumperz‟s notion of metaphorical code-switching  I will address the research questions 

outlined above. 

 

 

Method 



I am working in the conversational analytic (CA) approach for code-switching (Gumperz, 

1982). In my study, I have not chosen the rational choice approaches (e.g., Myers-Scotton 

Markedness Model, Myers-Scotton, 1993)  because this study does not seek to uncover 

the motives of the teachers when they code-switch. Thus interviews were not conducted.  

 

In my study,  I focus on what teachers do with the interactional task at hand. Therefore, 

the CA approach enables me to identify and investigate the functions of teacher code-

switching  That is, how the teacher signals her meanings to the students without requiring 

the analyst‟s knowledge or assumptions about teacher code-switching in the classroom.. 

Using CA, which has developed on the same philosophy as ethnomethodology, I will 

focus on the face-to-face interaction of teachers with their pupils.   Extracts from the 

transcripts of recorded conversations in the classroom are repeatedly scanned for 

evidence of procedures with which the teachers use to enhance student learning.  

Therefore, the CA approach avoids the speculation of the motives of the teachers, i.e., 

attributing macro-societal value to individual instances of switching but focuses on the 

detailed turn-by-turn analysis of language choices made of them.  The interpretation of 

the teacher code-switching is thus data-driven and not theory-driven. 

 

The lessons which have been transcribed were observed and audiotaped in 2004 and 

2005.  A total of 110 units were observed and audiotaped in 28 primary schools. The 

stratified random sampling was used to select the schools where the lessons took place in 

order to ensure that the sample is representative.  Eleven-year-olds who were in the fifth 

grade were selected for observation because they were free from high-stakes assessment 

pressures.  Science, mathematics, social studies and English lessons were observed, 

audiotaped and transcribed. The Tamil, Mandarin Chinese and Malay classes are not 

included in my paper because I wanted to investigate code-switching in lessons where the 

primary medium of instruction is English.  For the purposes of this paper, several 

transcripts were picked for the CA analysis to illustrate the code-switching phenomenon 

in Singapore‟s multilingual classroom.   

 

For the transcript analysis, first, the segments of the use of the vernacular are identified 

by looking at the transcripts and also by listening to the digitized sound data.  In 

Singapore, standard English and the colloquial variety have different grammatical 

systems.  Therefore, it is possible to differentiate between the two varieties.  The 

following is a set of Singapore Colloquial English or Singlish features that are used to 

identify the occurrences of these features in the transcripts. The letters in brackets at the 

end of every example refers to the subject matter of the classroom transcripts: E for 

English, M for mathematics, Sc for science and  SS for social studies 

 

NOUNS 

Null subjects 

Can you put that book away? Cannot. (M) 

If we don‟t do it, cannot go home (SS) 

 

Null objects 

This one is a transparency, so you cannot fold. (M) 



Don‟t need to give to anyone, just hold on to your triangles. (M) 

 

Omission of plural marking for nouns in plural form  

Half is the same as two-quarter. (M) 

She is using two set square. (M) 

So you can extend it, but please remember you use broken line, this is imaginary. (M) 

What are restored house? (SS) 

 

Addition of plural marking in singular nouns 

I put back only one pieces for each ah? Okay, only one pieces for each (M) 

Have you seen a cakes with gaps in between? (M) 

Just write in point forms. (Sc) 

 

VERBS 

Omission of copula 

Since you guys too eager right, listen up! (Sc) 

There bound to be more dust than the town area, okay? (E) 

Eh, you very bad, you know. (Sc) 

 

Lack of concord 

Everybody know how to type. (M) 

When he breathe, he may have a wheezing sound. (E) 

 

Omission of auxiliaries 

Okay, he staying with Uncle Serge. (E) 

Nadia, why you say no? (SS) 

 

Lack of past tense marker on verbs 

Nine divide by three. Three. (M) 

 

Use of ‘kena’ passive 

She kena arrowed to do this job. 

 

The use of ‘got’ for ‘have’ 

You got to use that as your base (M) 

You notice it got to touch the apex and do you notice that this edge o the ruler is sitting in 

the …(M) 

Now even the withered one got seed (Sc) 

 

Use of ‘they have’ instead of ‘there are’ 

So do you think that in other countries, they also have HDB flats? (SS) 

 

ADVERBS 

Use of ‘already’ to express perfective aspect 

Done already? Show me. (M) 

Oh you can play already! Okay, come! (Sc) 



Already said toilet already. (SS) 

 

Use of ‘never’ 

 

Use of ‘ever’ 

 

The use of ‘also’ 

You need your ruler also, right (M) 

I also eat even though I am not a hamster. (Sc) 

 

 

ADJECTIVES 

Lack of possessive marking 

 

 

DETERMINERS 

Omission of determiners 

Tomorrow hor. Sure? And the last, up to the last question done ah.(Math) 

You can use ruler, you can use set square but I‟m afraid you cannot fold ah (Math) 

Who stays in igloo? (SS) 

 

Insertion of determiners when not required 

 

PREPOSITIONS 

Omission of prepositions 

Oh so you just go Toa Payoh and buy? (SS) 

Oh agent, ok, shh, listen, listen, so SQ say we go agent first. (SS) 

 

Use of prepositions (‘on’ and ‘off’) as verbs 

On the lights, Joshua. (M) 

Do not off the back light (Sc) 

 

SENTENCE 

Word order 

One more time, you get out! (M) 

Oh, my! He is saying that since animals cannot think so they die also never mind.  They 

don‟t die also never mind. (Sc) 

So if no questions, I will ask you. (SS) 

If you think can fly, then you draw something that can fly. (SS) 

 

Lack of causatives 

I need to cut my hair. 

 

INTERROGATIVES 

Use of Singlish expressions (, ‘can (verb) or not?’, ‘can?’, ‘Got meh?’) 

Later, can? Recess time? (M) 



So I have a line there can you see? Can see or not? (M) 

 

Use of sentence-final  wh-words (‘then how?’, ‘so how?’, ‘you go where’, ‘you got 

what’) 

Hey, then how? (Sc) 

Non locals go there for what? (SS) 

 

PARTICLES 

Use of pragmatic particles (ah-sentence-initial, ah-clause-final, hor, lah, leh, lor, 

mah, meh, one, orh, what) 

I want all of you to take out your science book and get ready ah. (Sc) 

Now watch, ah, watch. (M) 

In  your pair, discuss. What is the most basic cell? In the most basic terms, ah. (Sc) 

So if I am going to put them altogether, okay all the various cells, ah. (Sc) 

Orh! I am going to tell already. (Sc) 

I bet you now, right, actually, I cannot bet lah, but I got this weird feeling, the strange 

feeling that, at this point, I had a strange feeling that the paper was going to drop and it 

did, came down. (Sc) 

It‟s 10.45, what. (Sc) 

 

Invariant tag ‘is it?’ 

So you period gets fished, is it? (Sc) 

Okay, you are giving them ideas, is it? (SS) 

 

VOCABULARY 

Use of SCE words (‘sabo’, ‘heaty’, ‘cooling’, ‘arrow’, ‘cher’, ‘aiyah’, ‘chop’, ‘horn’, 

‘ah beng’, ‘ulu’, kiasu’, ) 

Maybe some part of Malaysia, people still stay in a hut. (SS) 

Aiyah, can you imagine? The nation becoming like that? We have to stay united. (SS) 

 

REDUPLICATION 

Reduplication of verbs 

They want the insect to wriggle here, wriggle wriggle wriggle here so their body is 

covered with all these pollen grain dust like that. (Sc) 

 

Reduplication of adverbs 
Many, right? Many many seeds. (Sc) 

 

Reduplication of adjectives 

The head of the pin, is it a large large piece of area? (Sc) 

 

Reduplication of nouns 

 

 

RELATIVE PRONOUNS 

The use of ‘one’ as a relative pronoun 



The man sell ice-kachang one, gone home already. (Alsagoff & Ho 1998, p.131) 

 

 

Second, after the occurrences of the colloquial variety have been identified, the different 

uses of the vernacular are identified and classified according to their functions. The 

discourse functions identified so far have been: solidarity, humorous effect, emphasis, 

softening of a command, eliminating ambiguity, indication that a referentially derogatory 

comment is not to be taken seriously, and qualification of an assertion. The educational 

functions are: regulation, checking of student engagement, building of rapport with 

pupils, emphasis, organization, procedural and conceptual scaffolding, rephrasing and 

reiteration. 

 

There are several limitations to this study.  Firstly, this study is largely qualitative and 

naturalistic rather than quantitative or experimental.  Secondly, there is no interview data 

as this data was part of a larger research project whose focus was not on teacher code-

switching  

 

Results 

Preliminary analyses of the transcripts have revealed definite code-switching patterns. 

There are three major findings: 

• First, teachers seem to code-switch more often in content subject classrooms 

particularly in science and mathematics classrooms.  

•Second, there is little code-switching in English language classrooms.   

• Third, teachers use code-switching for specific functions and they are not switching by 

deficiency or default.  

 

Teachers code-switch for specific functions: regulation, checking of student engagement, 

building of rapport with pupils, emphasis, organization, procedural scaffolding, 

rephrasing and reiteration; solidarity, humorous effect, emphasis, softening of a 

command, eliminating ambiguity, indication that a referentially derogatory comment is 

not to be taken seriously, and qualification of an assertion. 

 

I will give a few examples here on how the mathematics and science teachers used the 

vernacular in the classroom for the various pedagogic functions. 

 

Mathematics  

 

To illustrate how teachers switch between the standard and the vernacular in a 

mathematics classroom, I have chosen an excerpt for showing how a teacher, whom I will 

call Mrs. Tan, used different functions in the course of a lesson.  This is a fifth-grade 

class in a neighborhood school.  The observed classroom was bright, airy and cheery with 

windows running along both sides of the classroom.  The student‟s English, science and 

mathematics work was displayed at the back of the classroom and some students were 

attempting to grow plants in a measuring cylinder also located at the back. In Class A 

described below, the topic of the unit was triangles and that day, the primary objective of 

Mrs. Tan, who was also the English and science teacher of the class, was teaching the 



pupils the different methods of drawing the height of a triangle and the importance of 

identifying the base of the triangle for the corresponding height.  Mrs. Tan is an attractive 

veteran elementary school teacher of Chinese origin, with twenty-five years of experience 

under her belt.  She has a diploma in Engineering.  Encouraging the pupils to express 

their ideas and explain their ideas, Mrs. Tan also encourages them to write down the 

derivations of their answers. Moreover, she provides ample opportunities for the pupils to 

voice out their ideas. 

 

Mrs. Tan speaks in a measured fashion and remained calm and collected throughout the 

first one-hour lesson of the unit that we will be looking at closely.  In the next two 

lessons, she taught the pupils how to calculate the area of the triangle and thus to prepare 

them for the tasks involved in the next two lessons, in this first lesson, she was teaching 

them how to draw the height of the triangle after they have chosen the base.   

 

Procedural Scaffolding 

In the first lesson, which started at a quarter to eight in the morning, Mrs. Tan went 

straight into the topic after 12 turns of talk.  In the first part of the lesson, she asked the 

students the meaning of the apex of the triangle and asked them to identify the apex of 

the triangle that they were looking at which was projected on the screen using the 

overhead projector.  She then selected different bases of the same triangle and then asked 

the pupils each time the apex of the triangle.  She told them the procedures of drawing a 

perpendicular line from the apex to the base and divided the pupils into pairs for the work 

that she was going to assign to them.  Each pair of pupils was given an envelope with a 

few paper triangles.  She had written the word „base‟ on the triangles and the pupils‟ task 

was to identify the apex and to draw the perpendicular line from the apex to the base.  

One of the pupils in each pair started with the given base; the other was encouraged to 

choose a different base on the flip side of the triangle and draw a different perpendicular 

line from the new apex to the new base.    

 

When a pupil asked whether he should draw a line using a pen, Mrs. Tan replied with, 

 

“Pencil! Always draw with pencil.”   

 

The vernacular is indicated in italics.  Here, to emphasize the point that the tool that the 

pupils should use to draw the perpendicular line from the apex of the triangle to the base 

is the pencil, Mrs. Tan switched to the colloquial variety of English by dropping the 

article „a‟.  She also dropped the articles in turn 5 in Excerpt 1 below when she was 

scaffolding the procedures of drawing the height of the triangle.  

 

“Some of you say yes. Now okay. Let us take a look. You can use ruler, you can use set 

square but I'm afraid you cannot fold ah. This one is a transparency so you cannot fold. 

So how are you going to, draw, the perpendicular line for this triangle?” 

 

 

Excerpt 1: Mathematics Class A  

 
teacher   Not really equal. I can give you ah, another triangle. Alright 197   



the whole idea is not to make it equal but to ensure that the base 

is there. 

student   ( ) 198   

teacher   Yah. Maybe you can try this out. Later on with your triangle. 

Right, very good, thanks. Now what about the most difficult 

triangle? Have you come out with a solution? 

199   

class   *CHORUS* Yes. 200   

teacher   Some of you say yes. Now okay. Let us take a look. You can 

use ruler, you can use set square but I'm afraid you cannot fold 

ah. This one is a transparency so you cannot fold. So how are 

you going to, draw, the perpendicular line for this triangle? 

201   

procedural 

scaffold 

emphasis 

class   % % 202   

teacher   That is my base, where is the apex? 203   

student   Up there. There. Apex. 204   

teacher   All of you agree it's here? 205   

class   *CHORUS* Yes. 206   

teacher   So I have to drop a line. So how am I going to do it? Anybody 

who has done it or who likes to try? Okay, come Nurrafiah. 

207   

student   % % This is not easy. 208   

teacher   Yah, this is not easy ah. (.) You measure the angle, is it ninety 

degrees? Okay. (.) Before you do can you tell us what you are 

going to do? The very first thing that you are going to do before 

you draw the perpendicular line. 

209  Building 

rapport 

Nurrafiah   First, you draw a ( ) line. 210   

teacher   Where is your perpendicular line? Where is it going to be? (.) 

Here. Alright, so? 

211   

class   Not straight. (.) 212   

teacher   Now what did we learn earlier? (.) It got to touch the / 213   

class   *CHORUS* Base. 214   

student   And "X". 215   

teacher   From the apex, the line must touch the / 216   

class   *CHORUS* [ Base. ] 217   

teacher   [ Base ] and make a ninety degrees to the base. So Nurrafiah 

where is the base of this triangle? 

218   

student   [ Where is it drawn ah? ] 219   

Nurrafiah   [ There. ] 220   

teacher   There. So what do you need to do? 221   

student   Draw a line. Draw a, draw the.. 222   

teacher   Can you help? Draw where? 223  Inviting 

student 

participation 

student   Line lah / The base there. 224   

teacher   Yes, ah Nurrafiah, have you got the answer? 225   

Nurrafiah   No. 226   

teacher   No, not really. Maybe SunZhuo can suggest? 227   

SunZhuo   I'll make the base longer. 228   

teacher   Okay she says that make the base longer. Now there is 

something that I need to tell you. (.) If this is the base, we 

actually cannot make it longer. The right term to use is / we 

extend it, in this way with / 

229   

student   Cannot see. 230   

teacher   Okay let me show you how to extend ah. And you show it by 

using broken lines. (.) Alright this is my base. I cannot actually 

make it longer. This is ah / extension of the base but for this 

231  Procedural 

scaffolding 



triangle, this remains as my base. If I call this "XY", "XY" is 

still my base. If I call this “Z”, “ZXY” is not the base of this 

triangle. Do you get it? 

class   *CHORUS* Yes. 232   

teacher   Please don't get confused ah. So this is just an imaginary line 

or an extension. Yes thanks SunZhuo. So you can extend it but 

please remember you use broken line, this is imaginary. Get the 

idea? Okay now you have drawn this line, what is next? You 

can proceed. (.) So she wants to use the ruler. Ah but be very 

careful ah. (.) You got to go back to what you have learnt. (.) It 

must make what? ninety degrees to the base. (.) That group, can 

somebody help? Is your idea right? JinZai come. Because in this 

way, the way you put the ruler I don't think it is ninety degrees. 

233  Reiteration 

 

 

emphasis 

 

procedural  

scaffold 

JinZai   ( ) 234   

teacher   Ah she, he wants to use set square. Okay. 235  emphasis 

student   ( ) 236   

teacher   Ah no, I don't think this is right. You want to use ruler. The 

base should be / resting on one edge of the / 

237  emphasis 

Jin Zai   Line. 238   

teacher   Ruler. You cannot do it this way. 239   

student   ( ) 240   

teacher   Come move, you move to one side. 241   

student   Ten times, isn't it? 242   

teacher   Or you move to that side yeah. Okay show. You want to use 

what? Ruler or set square? 

243  checking 

Jin Zai   Ah? Set square. 244   

teacher   Okay, go ahead. (..) Check ah, this part here. (..) Okay? 245  procedural 

scaffold 

Jin Zai   Yah. 246   

teacher   Happy with it? You hold it, you hold it and she will draw. Now 

you shifted it, so you got to be very careful. When you are 

actually constructing, drawing the lines you got to be very 

careful. (..) Right. (.) So can you see it? (.) This is the one. (.) 

Alright and in fact this one should also be drawn with / 

247   

emphasis 

class   *CHORUS* Pencil. 248   

teacher   Broken lines. Right? So this is the one? Okay. Thanks you can 

go back. Is there anyone who has a different way of doing it? 

249   

student   ( ) 250   

teacher   Of course you can use a set square you can use a ruler you can 

use a protractor. Alright, there is one more. (.) Show us how you 

do it. This is the triangle. This is a base and you notice again 

that the apex is outside. (.) Anyone knows what do you call this 

triangle? 

251   

 
 

However, this dropping of the article was deliberate because elsewhere, she demonstrated 

that she could use articles in an appropriate way when she summed up this part of the 

lesson in turn 55 before presenting obtuse triangles to the students.  She summed up by 

saying, 

 

“Of course you can use a set square, you can use a ruler you can use a protractor.” 

 



Later, she again showed that she was capable of using articles in her speech when she 

asked a pupil to use a green pen to extend the base of an obtuse triangle. 

 

“Use a green pen. So your very first task is to extend the base.” 

 

Checking of understanding 

Throughout the lesson, Mrs. Tan also used the discourse particle ah and other linguistic 

features of the vernacular to check that the students were attending to her words and 

actions, to check that certain actions had been completed and to check that her 

assumptions were correct.  For instance, when  the teacher asked a pupil whether he had 

given the most difficult triangle which was the obtuse triangle out to the other pupils, the 

pupil replied in the negative and immediately after, Mrs. Tan realized that this pupil had 

finished drawing the height of the simpler acute triangles which she confirmed by using 

the discourse particle ah. She then encouraged the pupil to draw the height of the obtuse 

triangle which she had not yet taught them to do so by saying, “You want this as your 

bases, ah? Okay you try. Show me.” 

 

Excerpt 2: Mathematics Class A 
teacher   Have you given the most difficult one? 1   

student   No, this one? 2   

teacher   No no. Oh this one done ah? okay. Alright, you want to? You want 

this as your base, ah? Okay you try. Show me. 

3  checking 

checking 

 

In the following excerpt, Mrs. Tan was demonstrating on the transparency how one 

would draw the perpendicular line from the apex to the base and that the angle that the 

line made to the base was a right angle.  At the end of turn 5, she then checked whether 

the pupils could see the perpendicular line by saying “Can you see?” followed by “Can 

see or not?” 

 

Excerpt 3: Mathematics Class A 
teacher   Yes, alright. If I say that the line is, makes a right angle to the base, 

am I wrong? 

1   

class   No. 2   

teacher   No. But it is wrong to say that it is one hundred and eighty degrees. 

Maybe Rohid will have to check his protractor. How much is one 

hundred and eighty degrees? 

3   

class   Makes a straight line. 4   

teacher   Yes it makes a straight line. So how, how are you going to draw it? 

That means the line coincide with your base. That is not what I want 

okay. So I want to drop a line from the apex. In this case is "X", and 

this line is supposed to be perpendicular to the base or makes ninety 

degrees to the base. Alright, look at this / . So I have a line there can 

you see? Can see or not? 

5   

 

 

 

checking 

checking 

 

The above examples show that Mrs. Tan is code-switching, not out of necessity.  That is, 

she does not lack the proficiency in standard English, but rather she chooses to use the 

vernacular to scaffold the learning of the procedures of drawing the height of the triangle.  

The teacher is making use of the common language, Singapore Colloquial English, that 

she and the pupils share, to ensure that the pupils understand what she means.  However, 



at the end of the sub-topic, Mrs. Tan switched to Standard English because she had 

ascertained that the pupils had understood the different methods of drawing the height of 

a triangle and thus, she could summarize the methods using Standard English.  Rather 

than refraining from using the vernacular, Mrs. Tan used it strategically for easier 

curriculum access by the pupils. 

 

In the above excerpts, I have attempted to show that Mrs. Tan also code-switched to 

check that the pupils were focusing their attention on her actions and words and that the 

pupils had indeed finished their work.  Here again, Mrs. Tan code-switched for a certain 

pedagogical purpose.  Now, I am going to turn to a science classroom to illustrate other 

code-switching functions that teachers employ in the Singapore classroom. 

 

Science  

This class is different from the mathematics class described above.  The pupils come 

from one of the top primary schools in Singapore and they also on the high track of the 

fifth-grade cohort.  This is an all-boys class which will account for some of the functions 

that the teacher, whom we will call Ms. Sunita, had to use to manage the class‟s behavior.  

Ms Sunita is a young novice teacher who has had seven months of experience and who is 

in her twenties.  She majored in history at the university and besides science, she also 

taught English and social studies. 

 

The topic of the lesson that I will be discussing is cells.  Ms Sunita began the lesson by 

eliciting pupils‟ responses on the definition of cells.  She later showed them pictures of 

cells on the internet before asking the boys to examine the pros and cons of cloning and 

writing them down on a worksheet.  This was followed by a whole class discussion on 

the advantages and disadvantages of cloning. 

 

Focusing students’ attention 

Perhaps as a novice teacher, Ms. Sunita did have to focus the boys‟ attention from time to 

time.  In leading the boys into the topic of cloning, she had to use the discourse particle 

ah to direct their attention to her question. 

 

Excerpt 4: Science Class B 

Teacher  Okay, this is part of what I am saying, 

okay, listen ah, if you, if you follow all 

the prime minister's rally and all these ( ) , 

all these, all these, they always always 

mention this. Singapore has to come up in 

this, in this area and not only us, but 

around the world, everyone is trying to 

develop this part of science. What is this 

called? Medical science has always been 

there. What is this thing called? Starts 

with a L. Yes, Vincent! Try! What 

science? Something science. L science. 

Yes, Wayne? Wayne is getting it. Yes? 

1   

Focusing 

students‟ 

attention 

Inviting 

student 

participation 



Many turns later, Ms Sunita had to focus the students‟ attention again using the same 

linguistic device: 

 

Excerpt 5: Science Class B 

Teacher Alright! Okay, it is quite easy to get, to 

get mixed up because both are D's ah. 

Okay, now, I want to give this out. Listen 

ah! This debate has been an ongoing 

thing right? Every time, they always talk 

about this everywhere. Right, now! 

Recently, there is a first bill in the US that 

has been passed. What's a bill? Bill is a 

law. In America, a bill is actually a law. 

It's erm, yes? Okay, now! I just want you 

all to spend some time reading these 

articles and later, I will tell you what to 

do, Okay? I am not counting. So extras, 

please pass it back to me ah. 
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Again here, Ms. Sunita code-switched to gain the pupils‟ attention before she elaborated 

on the pupil‟s reply.  The pupil pointed out that if old diseased animals were cloned, their 

clones were likely to die.  Ms. Sunita acknowledged his point and then elaborated on the 

ethics of cloning and of the potential ethical problems of the killing of animal and human 

clones.  To make the transition, she focused the pupils‟ attention by saying “Okay, see 

ah.” In the vernacular before switching back to Standard English, giving the example of a 

farmer with a cow that was cloned earlier. 

Excerpt 6: Science class B 

Male Student   You don't clone extinct animals, but 

then, er, let's say the animal is very old. 

You clone it, your clone is like very 

mature and will die. 

1   

Teacher   He's got a, he's got a good point. Okay, 

see ah. For example, I am a farmer. Okay, 

I have a, I have a cow. Ready? I have a 

cow, okay. But the cow at the time when 

it was cloned, it was fine. Oh no, it was 

still sick but I was not aware that it had 

2   
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errr, sort of illness, okay? And this cow is 

cloned. What happens to the clone? 

Because a clone will take whatever genes 

that that clone has, right? So the illness 

will be passed on. So what happens? For 

example, if an animal is cloned and 

something goes wrong, the clone is sick. 

Or something happens, we can easily put 

it down. Of course, it is wrong. But they 

do, do that when the clone goes wrong. 

What happens if a human clone goes 

wrong? Is it, is it morally right to just kill 

a clone because it didn't just turn out 

right? So there is an element of risk 

involved, right? 

 

Disciplining 

Ms. Sunita often used the colloquial variety to discipline the boys for inappropriate 

language or behavior.  In the excerpt below, Sam was being reprimanded for using vulgar 

language and Ms. Sunita had to use the vernacular to discipline him. 

Excerpt 7: Science classroom: Class B 

Teacher   Sam, stand! 1   

Class   ## 2   

Teacher   How many times do I have to, okay, 

listen ah, I am not saying that actually, I 

am saying that it is wrong. But what 

happens is if you cannot control this 

word, if you go for an interview okay, 10 

years down the road and you get the 

question wrong, and you said oh, what 

what happens to your job? That's it! It 

goes, you know! Listen ah! These are 

trades of life, you learn. Clear? One more 

time and you are really going to get out of 

my class, clear? Sit! 
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Emphasis 

One of the code-switching functions that Ms. Sunita employed was emphasis.  In the 

excerpt below, Ms. Sunita used the discourse particle ah to emphasize in turn 3 that 



bacteria are microscopic organisms and that a pinhead can hold millions of bacteria.  She 

did that because she wanted the pupils to know that the size of cells is extremely small 

and thus she used the pinhead to demonstrate the fact the cells are minuscule, along with 

the discourse particle ah for added emphasis. 

 

Excerpt 8: Science Class B 

Teacher   Okay, wait ah. This is where you are 

going to click. Okay. Right, you look at 

your book ah, you can see the telescope, 

saying that you may not believe it but a 

pinhead can actually hold the million 

bacteria. What is a pinhead? 

1  Giving 

directions 
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Male Student   The head of a pin. 2   

Teacher   The head of the pin, is it a large large 

piece of area? No ,ah. No, it is very small 

ah but it can hold millions of bacteria and 

that is what we are going to see. What is 

the man holding? It is actually holding a 

pinhead ah, now. 
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Educational or Scientific Significance of the Study 

To summarize, this study has sought to study the switches between standard English and 

the vernacular in the multilingual classroom.  The results have shown that teachers do not 

use the vernacular extensively and thus, contrary to negative public opinion concerning 

teachers‟ English language ability, they are good role models of standard English.  They 

are in control when they code-switch between the two varieties. They do not code-switch 

due to a lack of proficiency in the standard variety, but rather they code-switch for 

specific purposes and this skillful act has had a positive impact on student outcomes. The 

two major points of the study are summarized below: 

 

• Teachers using the vernacular in the classroom do not seem to be working in the deficit 

mode.   

• Language varieties originating from creoles and pidgins may serve important 

educational functions in the multilingual classroom. 

 

First, teachers did not habitually use non-standard syntactic structures. They did not show 

a lack of proficiency in standard English.  Rather, they used the vernacular strategically 

to achieve specific classroom objectives. Not only were the switches between the 

standard and the vernacular varieties deliberate, they also served important functions in 

classroom instruction. Teachers recognize that in order to be effective, educational 

flexibility and adaptability are crucial in a multilingual classroom. 



 

Second, creole-based and pidgin-based language varieties can be used skillfully to 

scaffold student learning, to check students‟ engagement and to establish rapport with 

students.  Interestingly, by using the vernacular, elementary science and mathematics 

teachers in Singapore have contributed to positive student outcomes. In Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 2003, Singapore fourth graders 

scored the highest in both mathematics and science assessments.  Therefore, negative and 

prejudicial attitudes toward such varieties are unfounded.  Teachers can fruitfully build 

on the vernacular to achieve important educational functions which may result in students 

gaining mastery in content subjects. 
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